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Abstract 
Ins  Turin 
town had been realised. The aim of the research was the reconstruction of meanings of educational practices adopted by parents. 
The theoretical framework of sociology of childhood was connected to the topic of the educational practices of the families 
according to the social class. Interviews with parents and children and focus groups with teachers are realised, and then analysed 
through the analytical dimensions of family-school and of their mutual relationship, and Alceste software. 
2 Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction and theoretical references 
This paper looks at the relationship between the family's social class, the schooling choices for its children at 
primary and lower secondary school age and the value of performance as an indicator of status. Our investigation 
considered the existence of different educational practices employed by parents towards children based on social 
class, and the transmission of systems of rules, with particular reference to school performance and investment in 
training and education as indicators of th s implement specific 
educational practices, aimed at investing in human capital right from childhood, and that the children of the upper 
classes internalise the objectives of performance and the achievement of results in all school-related and non-school-
related activities. 
The theoretical framework used to explore this theme was the new childhood sociology and the literature which 
deals with educational styles. According to the first of these areas of research, children are social actors in their own 
right and are not subjects preparing for entry into the social arena of adults (Hengst, Zeiher, 2004). The new concept 
of childhood deriving from this, which is the result of a constructivist and interpretivist paradigm of socio-
psychological thought, is configured to be child-centred. It is characterised by the idea that minors are competent 
social actors, that is, equipped right from the early years of their lives with social skills that are continually learned 
and revised on a par with adults. In particular, these skills are the result of a learning and review process which, on 
one hand manifests as a process of intergenerational transmission, and on the other, as a process of intragenerational 
production and exchange. The child produces culture and thus not only becomes more and more capable of action in 
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social terms, but also becomes the actual protagonist of the production and reproduction of the culture to which it 
belongs (Qvortrup, 1991; Corsaro, Eder, 1990). In terms of school performance and the accomplishment of training 
and social objectives, several studies have shown that there is a positive correlation between social class (if high), 
educational practices and the cognitive development of children. The parenting styles described by Diana Baumrind 
(1966, authoritarian, authoritative and permissive) highlighted the effects of different educational styles in the areas 
of a child's life: at school, in its relationships with playmates, in the way non-school leisure time is structured. 
Similar conclusions have been reached by more recent studies (Kellerhals and Montandon, 1992; Perregaux, 2002; 
Deubel, Huart, , 2007). The results of these contributions highlight that affective support, a stimulating 
cultural climate, the combination of progressive autonomy and responsibilisation foster the cognitive development 
of children. Status as working class or middle class parents leads to a greater likelihood of one or the other of the 
models being implemented (Cavaletto and Fucci, 2009). In this process, a crucial role is played by the school and 
teachers. Alliances or conflicts between parents and teachers are the cause of different motivations to learn and 
different values being attributed to school and school performance (Dubet, 1997, 2006). While generally speaking 
there has been an increase in the attention given to school by parents, irrespective of social class, nevertheless it is 
thought that social class plays a crucial role in this aspect, too. In a school system like the Italian one, the position of 
ates into the careful choice of schools from an extremely diverse public and private educational 
offering. Choices are dictated by teaching programmes, additional academic subjects, the sports and cultural 
activities proposed and the array of cognitive stimuli that the children are exposed to, with an eye kept on the targets 
of performance, competition and the accomplishment of results.  
2. Structure of the research and method 
Beginning with a study on autonomy and responsibility in children carried out in Turin between 2009 and 2010 , 
a subsequent qualitative investigation was made into a number of themes, including the one dealt with in this paper. 
4 focus groups were held with teachers from two schools in the city of Turin, and a total of 46 semi-structured 
interviews were conducted with parents and children. 
The study was conducted in two schools (each with classes in the primary and lower secondary age group) with 
different socio-demographic make-ups. The first school is a vantage point from which to observe the educational 
foreign families (where at least one of the parents is French, British or German) residing in the city. In addition to 
providing mother-tongue teachers, the school also offers special supplementary training, including music lessons, 
chess and high-level sporting activities. The second school, which represented the control group, is attended by 
working and lower middle class fam iven the 
pseudonym Oak, and Gorse was the name given to the school located on the outskirts of the city. 
The sample was selected on the basis of the children's gender and age. The material collected was analysed in 
relation to the themes found within the theoretical framework of the research and was cross-analysed using Alceste 
4.9 software. The areas analysed were as follows: school performance and value of the education, the importance of 
the other extracurricular training activities as indicators of investment in training; parenting styles; school-family 
relations, alliances and conflicts in terms of educational methods, systems of rules, management of motivation to 
learn and alternation between study time and leisure time. 
 
 
 research project was coordinated by Maria Carmen Belloni. In addition to the authors of this paper, the group 
consisted of: Manuela Olagnero, Daniela Molino, Lorenzo Todesco, Paola Torrioni. 
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3. Main results 
School performance is an important basis from which to consider relations between the generations and 
expectations related to investment in education. It clearly emerged from both social groups that families place 
importance on this sphere, which they try to transmit to their children. A useful aspect to highlight is the differences 
found in motivation: for the upper middle classes, school performance is a factor which reinforces their class and 
provides evidence of their social standing. For the lower classes, a good school performance is a resource for the 
future, because this is how their children can be gain access to training opportunities of greater or lesser quality. 
Hence, in this case, education is still seen as a social elevator.  
In terms of school obligations, parents make no compromises on the need for their children to do the homework 
assigned by school and achieve good marks. School is a duty for everyone, even though intervention methods differ. 
Some mothers (it is mainly mothers who deal with everyday school matters) believe it is useful to use 
compensation-punishment methods, depending on the results achieved. Others believe it is merely a question of 
doing one's duty, which warrants no prizes, if the results are good, but punishment and support, if the results are 
disappointing.  
Demanding families produce children who are committed to school and are very motivated to learn. Behind the 
level of commitment of the children are the expectations of their parents always expressed and socialisation 
towards a certain adult model: studying provides more opportunities, allows a better social position, brings young 
people closer to qualified and socially respected professional and relational contexts. The children themselves set 
themselves school objectives, in line with the expectations of their parents and teachers, and reflect critically on the 
results they achieve, especially when they are not satisfactory. Unsatisfactory marks are viewed not only as lack of 
preparation and, as such, cause for consequences, but they are also a form of disappointment of the expectations of 
their parents. This tells of a model of child centred on "skills" and results that "fit" their own and their parents' 
expectations. 
The parents transmit a precise educational message of responsibility through the importance given to 
performance. School, with its rules, discipline and homework, is an initial test bed to demonstrate the responsibility 
of a commitment and completing it. The time dedicated to study is not residual, but rather is considered one of a 
child's priority activities. The rest of its time is saturated with other training activities, and a minimum portion with 
leisure activities. Time for free play tends to be very limited and monitored, restricted preferably to the weekend. 
Other training activities, on the other hand, are numerous. The children and pre-adolescents interviewed had a full 
schedule: music, foreign languages and competitive sports were the main activities where their extracurricular time 
was dedicated. This saturation of time may be attributed to two reasons: on one hand, the crucial idea that human 
capital is not built on school alone, but rather on multiple opportunities for training; on the other hand, the eminently 
practical reasons of the parents, who, in this way, solve the problem of how to deal with time. One difference can be 
seen between children from the Oak school and those from Gorse school: in the first group, activities are more 
numerous, more diverse and in tune with an ambitious educational project. Sports are not only an expression of 
motor skills, but are also an opportunity to socialise with a group of peers and build the first networks of social 
capital. The other training activities are chosen carefully, are select and often require a long-standing commitment, 
as is the case with music or singing lessons. This model is said to be "founded on perseverance", in that the chosen 
activities not only require a constant commitment but also stretch over many years. This reveals a parenting project 
that is based on an ideal child projecting into an ideal adult.  
Conversely, at Gorse School, the prevailing model was that of experimentation and exploration of various 
activities and experiences. 
The passage to secondary school is an important one for all families, regardless of social class. First, the 
transition to secondary school comes with more responsibility in terms of greater workloads. This increase in the 
school workload is, for the Gorse school families, a valid reason for reducing extra-curricular activities. In the case 
of Oak School, the "full schedule" model continues to prevail, with a full programme of extra-curricular activities, 
despite the school workload having increased. In the first case, the parenting model is one of responsibilisation 
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towards the context and its requirements. In the second case, we see a parenting model which focuses on 
performance, with curricular and non-curricular activities increasing proportionately with age. 
The social class of the family also emerges clearly as a central element in the representations of the teachers in 
the focus groups, in terms of setting objectives for school results. The teachers interviewed confirmed the focus on 
performance for children from higher social classes: the upper middle class parents closely monitor their children to 
ensure they achieve excellent and continuous results, whereas the children make continuous efforts to please their 
parents and internalise the requirement for excellent performance. For families from the lower classes, there is 
greater balance: leisure time is encouraged and the importance of play for its own sake is recognised, less anxiety is 
seen when it comes to results, although school is still a priority objective. 
Over-stimulation in the shape of numerous extracurricular activities produces extreme reactivity in children in the 
classroom, which is seen as a continuous need for new stimuli to retain their attention. Hence the liveliness and 
initiative of these children (regardless of social class, given that the observation is common to teachers from both 
schools) are also a strong influence on the educational charge of the teachers and the methods for its 
accomplishment. 
Together with their teachers, the middle class families produce children that are competitive and results-oriented, 
who, on this basis, interact and relate with their peers and the adults around them. Families from more modest 
backgrounds tend to instill responsibility in their children, giving them objectives, but balancing their time more and 
underlining the importance of a balance between school, supplementary training and leisure activities.  
 
4. Conclusion  
Children and pre-adolescents are a challenge for responsible adults. The main differentiating aspect between the 
social classes lies in the quantity and quality of extracurricular activities assigned to children. While there are no 
appreciable differences in family routines, in the cautions and rules applied by parents, the ways in which time is 
filled vary considerably according to the family's social class. Whereas upper middle class children are busy doing 
numerous activities and their lives are programmed with a series of extracurricular stimuli, the children from the 
working and lower middle classes have much more home-based routines and fewer opportunities for socialising 
outside of home and school. Children, therefore, reproduce and are socialised at an early age to the differences that 
are typical of adult social classes, according to a social order which pits "privileged youngsters" against their 
"commoner" counterparts, with correspondingly different opportunities to meet, form relationships, for learning and 
advancement. 
For parents, this means structuring school time and non-school time to provide their children with a set of 
knowledge and skills. This is particularly practised by upper middle class families, where activities are characterised 
al activities, etc. are chosen). For the 
teachers, this means being faced with reactive pupils who are already trained for other, non-school experiences. 
From the child's point of view, this multiple investment in training affects the time spent playing, and gives a similar 
structure to its day as that of adults. The children we observed were defined, not without reason, as having "full 
schedules", indicating the saturation of their time and the rigid organisation of activities. This dynamic is also 
reinforced by the role played by teachers, who, in turn, tend to implement educational practices that are segregated 
according to social class, thus reinforcing the stamp of their parents. This leads, on one hand, to intergenerational 
identification between parents and children, and on the other, to an intragenerational gap between peers in different 
social classes.  
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